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TEACH FOR AMERICA
December 13, 1993

Herbert C. Flessa, M.D.

The phone rang. Reflexly I checked the time.
It
was twenty minutes to ten.
It must be a call from the
hospital I thought. When I left the hospital at about
6:30 all my patients were doing reasonably well.
Even
Paul, who was undergoing treatment for acute leukemia;
had stabilized having survived extra ordinary
complications caused by leukemia and its treatment.
"Hello", I said, fully expecting the next voice to be
the resident at the hospital announcing a problem that
required my attention and probably my presence.
"Hi,
it's Joe".
What a relief. Joe, our youngest of 4
sons, was calling from Charlottesville, Virginia, where
he was a 4th year student at the University of
Virginia.
It was Thursday evening. Joe usually called
on week-ends, usually Saturday about 6 or 7. We
chatted for a few minutes discussing the usual topics weather, his classes, my tennis, and the welfare of his
3 brothers and his several young nieces and nephews.
Je a nnine waited patiently by the phone wanting to get
in her licks.
"I think I am going to sign up for the
Teach for America Corps", he told me. Ah, ha - the
reason for the call!
I had not heard previously of a
Teach for America Corps but all of a sudden it was
about to become an important part of our lives. Joe
went on to describe, in brief detail, the background
and development of the corps. Wendy Kopp, in the
spring of 1989, while a studen~ at Princet?n
University, proposed the creatlon of a Natlonal,
Teachers Corps to be called the "Teach for Amerlca
Corps" and developed this idea in her undergraduate
thesis.
She visualized the creation of a corps of
teachers from among a highly selected group of
,
outstanding recent college graduat~s who w?uld dedlcate
tw o years of their lives to teach ln certaln under
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resourced urban and rural public schools.
"We can talk
about it more when I come home for Christmas break,
Dad, 2 weeks from now".
I handed the phone over to
Jeannine and she and Joe chatted for a little while
longer.
Beginning almost immediately we began to
gather information about Teach for America and about
public education in general.
The need to improve the education and the
educational process for most students especially the
group of students referred to as the "Center City
Children" is obvious and well documented.
Social
unrest, teacher apathy, decaying school buildings, use
of street drugs, teen pregnancy, concern about safety
in schools and lack of parenteral guidance all play
roles in the alarming rate of illiteracy in America.
In a book entitled "Illiteracy in America" educated by
Gary E. McCuen, Kevin J. Kelly notes that it is
estimated that 33 % of all Americans 18 years or older
are classified as functionally or marginally
illiterate.
Nearly half of this total of 60 million
cannot read or calculate beyond the 3rd or 4th grade
level.
Jonathan Kozol in his book entitled "Illiterate
America" has noted that 85% of juveniles who come
before the courts are functional illiterates. Half of
the heads of households classified below the poverty
line by federal standards cannot read an 8th grade
book.
Over 1/3 of mothers who receive support from
we lfare are functionally illiterate. Of the several
million unemployed adults at least half lack existing
skills to be retrained for high tech jobs.
It is
estimated that the united states ranks 49th among the
158 member nations of the united Nations in its
literacy levels.
Kozol further notes that hundreds of
billions of dollars in unrealized life time earnings
are forfeited by young men and women who have less tha n
h i gh school level academic achievement. Uncounted
billions of dollars are spent in child welfare costs,
unemployment compensation, and for maintenance of
inmates in our hundreds of state and federal prisons.
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In a timeless pUblication entitled, "Reforming
Education", Mortimer J. Adler, a brilliant scholar and
philosopher, outlined a curricular framework which is
applicable generally to education at all levels and to
the educational process. The framework outlines three
kinds o f learning: the acquisition of organized
k nowledge; the development of intellectual skills of
learning (learning how to learn), and finally enlarging
one's understanding of ideas of values. The members of
the Teach for America Corps have entered the difficult
social scene of the center city and by following at
least in part the curricular frame work as noted above,
s eek to fill their commitment to children of all ages
b y offering high quality educational opportunities to
those und e r their care and guidance.
Begi n ning with the submission of her thesis, Wendy
Kopp b e gan the effort to change the idea of Teach for
America i nt o the reality of a n~w force in public
e ducation. When asked how she planned to finance the
p rogram , s he replied by saying "I'll ask Ross Perot.
He is fr om Texas, I'm from Texas, I'll write him a
l etter. " She also wrote hundreds of other letters and
g ave many talks.
"I never leave a room without asking
f or money".
She received her first grant, $25,000 from
the Mob i l corporation, the day after she graduated in
t he spr i ng of 1989.
Somewhat later and after several
missives, Ross Perot responded with a huge grant.
Office s p a ce in Manhattan was donated by Union Carbide
a nd the Te a ch for America movement was on its way.
with th e help of campus representatives, the word about
Teach for America began to reach college campuses by
J anuary 1 99 0. The selection process for teachers in
t he program began in February; by the end of April 2 500
i ndividual s had completed the application process; by
t he end of May 500 charter corps members had
ma tricu l at e d from over 200 universities and colleges.
Ca ndida t es recommended for acceptance included thos e
who demon st rated the following characteristics:
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1)

A high level of commitment demonstrated
through excellence in academics, work
experience and extra currjcular activities

2)

Flexibility

3)

L~ndership

4)

Maturity

5)

Effective communication skills

6)

Respect for all students

The placement sites in 1990 included a total of 9
l ocations in 8 states. The majority were placed in Lo s
Angeles, New York City, New Orleans, and in the easter
Carolinas.
In the first 3 years of its existence Tea c
f or America process ed 8600 applicants and placed 1200
teachers in 13 communities across the country. The
statistical profile of the members of the corps is
i nteresting.
Very few, if any, are graduates of
t eachers colleges or trained specifically to be
teachers.
The 10 top academic majors are English,
Political Science, History, Spanish, International
studies, Biology, Economics, Psychology, Sociology and
Communications.
The average age of the corps members
is 23 with the oldest being 43, and the youngest 20.
The universities where the corps members attended
represent the who's who of academic excellence.
Included in this group are the universities of Harvard ,
Yale, Princeton, Dartmouth, Brown, Virginia, Stanford ,
California (Berkeley), Chicago, Wisconsin, and
Northwestern.
60% of the corps members are women and
40% are men.
63% are European American, 21% are
African American, most of the remainder are Latino and
Asian-American.
The average SAT scores are over 1250
representing a percentile rank of at l eas t 90%. Many
were National Merit Scholar finalists. Most achieved
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excellent scores in the National Teachers Exam despite
having no official training in teaching.
Teach for America is now a multi-million dollar
operation with more than 80 full time employees, most
of whom represent team leaders and regional directors
whose mission is to provide support for "on line"
teachers.
The attrition rate of corps members in its
first year of the existence was approximately 30%.
Since then support systems for the corps members have
been strengthened and the attrition rate is much lower.
Interestingly, 60% of the class of 1990 stayed for a
third year and an additional 10% sought graduate work
in education or other administrative jobs in education.
Thus far I have outlined in brief detail the
educati onal problems as they exist in the United states
and th e reason or reasons for establishing the Teach
for America Corps and in addition pointed out some of
the go als and administrative structure of the corps.
It seems reasonable to continue by relating experiences
of one member of the corps.
In the spring of 1993 when our son Joe was nearing
completi on of his second year of teaching in Houston we
me t for a family vacation in Clearwater Beach Florida
during "Spring Break".
It was during this ti~e that
'
Joe and I spent an evening togeth er discussing Teach
for America.
I was able to reco rd most of our
conversation.
The following is in part that
conversat ion.
Question:

Wha t attracted you to Teach for America?
Why didn't you go to graduate school
like many students with your skills?

Answer:

When I . learned about Teach for America ,
I wa~ l~ ~y 4th year at the Uni versity
of Vlrglnla.
I loved school but I did
not want to go to graduate school
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immediately.
I really hadn't thought
through which graduate school I wanted
to attend.
I wanted a break in the
schooling.
Question:

Was this pretty much trup. of others in
the Teach for America "Class of '91?"

Answer:

No, many others had already had plans to
go to graduate school including an
occasional student accepted to law
school, medical school, etc. At least
one friend of mine planned to go to
Oxford but postponed to join the corps.

Question:

Why this program? Why not some other
program working as a stockbroker,
banker, or as an assistant in a law
firm?

Answer:

You already know that I have been
interested in community service project s
and while in high school and again in
college, spent a good deal of time in
these kinds of projects. Teach for
America was an extension and a
broadening of the concept of service a n
it sounded exciting and even a little
bit frightening.
I though it was a
great idea.

Question:

How did you hear about the program?

Answer:

I heard about it from a friend of mind
who knew someone in the program.
Teach
for America did little or no
advertising, certainly no recruiting.
Information about the corps spread
primarily by word of mouth.

217

Question:

How many stUdents applied for the 700 or
so positions available when you began in
August 1991?

Answer:

I don't know exactly but it was 4 or 5
times that number.

Question:

will you tell me a little bit about the
selection process?
The process began in February and didn~t
end until several months later.
First
there was a written application
including an essay directed mostly
toward explaining the reasons for
wanting to join the corps.
Later, each
University of Virginia applicant had to
do a 5 minute micro-teaching session in
front of all the other University of
Virginia applicants.
In addition, the
a pplicant had to discuss the perceived
Obj e ctives of a te acher assigned to a
p a rticular grade level. This micro
teaching assignment was viewed and
graded by memb e rs of the Teach for
America staff.
If one graded highly in
the micro-teaching sample, one was
c a ll e d back for a n interview and if the
interview went wel l, one was told "We
will try to find a place for you":
The
micro teaching e xe rcise, I believe, was
the most import a nt part of the
ap p lica t i on p rocess . Mo s t all of th e
a ppli ca nts' resu me s, transcripts, and
rec ommendations l ooked good.

Answer:

Question:
An s wer:

You were finally a ccepted in May?
Yes , d uring e xa m week. Aft e r graduation
c ame hom e for a few days and th e n

I
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drove across country to Los Angeles for
a 6 week cram course in educational
methodology and jargon, practice
teaching and some critical information
about the assi gned city, the populous,
the students, etc.
I knew I was going
to be assigned in Houston but I didn't
know the grade until after the 6 week
orientation course.
Question:

The Houston public school system bought
into Teach for America, taking 200 of
the 700 members of the class of 1991.
Why Houston?

Answer:

Houston is a huge sprawling southe rn
city. The Houston independen t school
district is the largest in Texas and t
sixth larges t in the nation.
The
district covers 312 square miles with i
greater Houston and serves n early
200,000 students including students fr o90 countries. The student population
served by the public school sys tem is
37% black, 47% hispanic, and 14% whit e
with a small percentage of Asians and
Pacific Isl a nders. Obviou sly most of
the white children who live wit hin th e
confines of Houston attend private
schools. Historically it h as bee n ve r '
difficult to recruit teach ers to serve
in many of the public school s wi thin t .e
school system.

=

Question:

Why do you think they took a s h ot at y .
people with no background in teaching?

Answer:

First off there were a lot of empty
teaching slots, but, I would also like
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to believe they took us because of our
reputation.
Question:

How did the 6 weeks training in
California go?

Answer:

It was great. All 700 in my group were
in California. We had speakers,
classes, workshops, group meetings and
student teaching assignments daily.
While teaching, we were monitored by the
teacher regularly assigned to that
class.
The teacher who monitored my
progress was very supportive of my
efforts. A few of the corps members got
discouraged and/or changed their minds
during that 6 week period and dropped
out of the program.
I am not sure of
the percentage but it was certainly less
than 10 %.

Question:

Were the days out in California filled?

Answer:

The day started with breakfast at 6,
then car pools took us tu our assigned
schools, leaving the campus at about
6:30 a.m.
We taught all morning, had
lunch, met all afternoon.
Two hours
were allowed for dinner.
The evenings
were a little bit more relaxed,
occasionally getting to the beach but
most of the time preparing for the next
days' classes, grading papers and
getting together with other corps
members.

Question:

What happened after the completion of
the training program in California?
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urri."ed. i n
I drove acrosS countrl~ter
The Teach
Houston several d a y s '
for America

t

all

office had arranged to ~U
corps members up in dormitories

the
at the University of Houston. Shortly
after arr ival , and 2 weeks before school
took in, I began again with Teach for
America orientation meetings, mostly
about the city of Houston and later
about the student population in my
assigned school . I was assigned to a
6th grade class in the Thomas Alva
Edison Midd le School.
I found out later
this was an all hispanic sch oo l, built
to hous e a 1,000 students but currently
serving 1,500 students with 17 sixth
grade cla ssrooms and teachers. The week
before classes were to start, we began
meeting on a daily basis with the
principal and the faculty of the school.
In additi on to house hunting, I spent
several hours preparing the room with
pictures, charts, maps and reference
books.
I found out ther e were to be 4
Teach for America teachers in my sch ool
including Natasha Kamrani, anoth er
Cincinnatian . On the day clas ses were
to start, I got there early, took out
the key to my room, enter ed my room, sat
down at my desk and waited for something
to happ en . A list of my students
arrived a t 8 :00 a.m.
At 8:05 the
students arrived. My t eaching career
had begun!
For the first sQve r a l days I
h ad 37 students in a room with 31 desks
- there was no room for ex tra desks.
This situation was finally remedied with
the transfer of several students.
Everything was different in Houston from
what we had learned and come to expect
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in California. The text books for
instance we re on es tha t I had never seen
before.
Question:

Tell me a little bit about the first
couple of days.

Answer:

The first few days were actually easy.
I learned the name of each student,
passed out books and generally we got
acquainted.

Question:
Answer:

Qu estio n:

Answer:

I
expect that ear ly on you had a lot of
que stions . Who did you talk to?

talked to t eachers after school. Once
in a while if a kid that was out of
hand, I asked a nearby 6th grade teacher
to relie ve me of that student for a
coup le of hour s. This process seems to
wor k in our school and we continue to
u se th at decomp ression process from time
to time .
I

In your daily teac hing exercises were
you attempting to follow a "mast~r plan"
for the 6th grade ?
Yes and no . Obvi ously there were
curricu lar guides that needed to be
referre d to and followed but we were
allowed to have a good deal of latitude.
I found th at I had to teach myself how
to teach.
I prese nted the usual
didactic teaching exercises.
students
were encouraged and expected to handle
some of the work themselves and finally
to learn how to exp ress themselves in
our group learning exercises.
Early on
my students l ea rned that disruptive
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b e havior was unacceptable, not only to
me but to the rest of the students .. I
have been asked many times by my frlends
about
an d 0 th er teachers "What do you do
.
behavior problems?" The answer is
always the same.
"I don't know because
I don't permit misbehavior in my class."
The students learned that once the door
had shut in the morning, the day's work
began immediately, and they learned that
when we worked together as a unit all of
us had more fun, learned more and felt
good about school and about ourselves.
Question:

Do you think your students really
learned anything?

Answer:

Obviously you can't tell on a day by day
basis.
Flashes of learning will turn up
from time to time.
It continues to
surprise even me.
Months after we had
completed reading a book, a student
might bring up something in that story
that was relevant to our current
discussion.
There was a time when the
principal visited that a student offered
a brilliant connection between a Greek
myth whic h we had just completed and our
current social studies endeavor. Ties
across time and social barriers are
obviously always encouraged.

Question:

How did your children test out I'm
. .
'
thinking here about state and national
tests?

Answer:

30% of my students require special
education classes.
Some read at the 3rd
grade level. Most seemed to do very
well in Arithmetic. Reading and English
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language skills are not as good. At the
end of the year in '92 my class' scores
were closer to the top of the school
norm.
Joe learned in August of 1993 that his students
from the year 1992-93 scored the highest in the school
on the standardized tests.
Some made leaps of 2 and 3
years in Math and Reading skills. Virtually every
student scored on or above grade level in Reading.
Question:

Can you give me some idea of creativity
required in your teaching efforts as
well as the sensitivity that is
necessary in order to make the students
feel important?

Answer:

We were taught and I believe that every
child can learn. Obviously, each child
has his/her own pace.
It is the
teacher's job to go more than half way
to meet the needs of every child.
Sensitivity to the child's background,
especially to the make-up of the child's
family, and cultural differences are
important to the child and to the
teacher. We hope to create in the child
the feeling of individual worth and
responsibility and in the classroom to
create the understanding of the worth of
positive group participation.

Question:

What are you trying to teach your kids:
How to test well, or to be productive
citizens and feel good about themselves?

Answer:

We try to do both.
Frankly, if the
students don't test well, they may end
up somewhere down the line discouraged
and without a job. So th e knowledge has
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to be gained and the skills have to be
taught and creativity in each student
has to be developed.
I let each student
know that there is nothing wrong with
measured or tested accountability but it
certainly doesn't take the place of what
I'll call participation, learning how to
live in society, setting one's own goals
and standards.
Question:

will you give me some idea of what a
typical day is like in your classroom
and a few examples of things that you
and your students are doing that you
find to be unusually productive?

Answer:

Sure.
Roughly speaking we do Science,
Math and Health projects in the morning;
in the afternoon, we do Reading, other
Language Arts, History and Social
Studies. Pretty much every day is like
the day before, at least in part because
change disturbs the students.
I told
you earlier that my students test less
well in Language Art skills. The
language spoken in their homes is
Spanish even though the children in my
class in some cases are second
generation Americans; therefore, I
stress spoken language and other
language art skills.
For example, each
day I read to the class for at least 20
minutes - sometimes longer - either out
of a novel I am reading or one of their
books.
This exercise is designed to let
them listen to English words being
spoken and to hear how the words are
weld ed into sentences, paragraphs,
thought s
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no sound in the room except my voice
(Ed. comment:
I would like to listen
sometime). Then there is a period of
open reading where students volunteer to
read from books of their choosing.
I
think I have told you previously that
each of my students has at least one
book in his/her desk at all times.
In
addition, this year I purchased for each
student a book entitled "The Big
Friendly Giant" written by Ronald Dahl,
and another book entitled "Baseball in
April" edited by Gary Soto. The latter
is a series of short stories depicting
the lives of Mexican children in
California. For a while these were the
books that the students used for their
reading exercise.
During open reading I
ask for volunteers and on most days
thRre is a corps of better readers who
are ready and willing to "pertorm" for
their class mates.
Some sit quietly and
even try to hide hoping not to be asked
to read. One day last week, much to my
surprise, Domingo, one of my delightful
guys but not a v e ry good student,
hesitatingly raised his hand,
volunteering to read to the class for
the first time.
I called on Domingo.
He stood up.
Slowly and with a great
deal of effort, he read a couple of
paragraphs from one of the short stories
in "Baseball in April". While he was
reading, the room was quiet except the
sound of Domingo's voice and the quiet
stirring of the other 30 students.
Sixty eyes watched Domingo intently and
their bodies leaned forward a little bit
as if this would help Domingo get
through the exercise. He glanced up
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after two paragraphs, I smiled and
nodded and he sat down and I went on as
if nothing special had happened. At the
end of the day while filing out Domingo
came in front of my desk and stood and
smiled briefly.
I told him "Thank you you were great!"
In addition to reading, book reports and
creative writing exercises are also
assigned at regular intervals.
Each
student keeps a journal in which there
is a daily entry.
I look at these
journals daily and offer my support and
comments. Once a week we have an hour
and a half session reading one of the
Houston newspapers.
Prior to starting
these sessions, some of the children had
never picked up a newspaper, others had
glanced through the comic pages and/or
the sports pages. They have learned now
to review and comment on the major news
articles, the local news, editorial
pages, letters to the editor, business
page, society page as well as the sports
and the comics.
sometimes there are
even arguments between and among several
students regarding positions ta ken on
soci o-political issues.

\'

Question:

You took your class on several field
trips. How did these go?

Answer:

Splendidly. The first trip was to the
local library where each student
received a library card.
Some had seen
this big building and even knew that it
was filled with books but had no idG3
that a card would permit free borrowi ng
privileges. Another was a trip to the
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Menil Art Museum, a privately funded
museum with Mrs. Menil's collection of
art on display.
In the museum all of
the students exhibited impeccable
behavior.
Security guards, guides and
visitors complimented the students on
their excellent behavior, intelligent
questions, and honest appreciation of
some of the unusual modern art. Raul,
one of the more skeptical members of the
male contingent of the class, came up to
me during the visit and commented "this
stuff is really beautiful, Mr. Flessa,
thank you for bringing us." The third
flawless field trip was to the downtown
library and a visit to the Houston
Chronicle, a local ncwspuper.
While at
the downtown library, euch student, for
a quarter, could receive a photocopy of
the front page of the local newspaper
which was printed on his/her birthduy.
Most students took advantage of this
opportunity and in addition also
photocopied the newspaper on their
mother and/or father's birthday. One
enterprising young man showed me his
quarters while he was standing in the
photocopying line.
I asked IIwhy so many
quarters II and his answer was "I'd like
copies for my 7 sisters and brothers, my
mother, my father, 2 aunts and the lady
next door. II
Question:

How do the parents respond to your
classroom rules?

Answer:

Most of the parents are very pleased
that we have established some guidelines
in our room regarding attendance,
behavior, and the need to complete home
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room assignments. At least once a week,
one of the parents, usually a mother,
visits our classroom and observes the
ac tivit ies. Some of the parents have
st ayed half a day, some even longer
per iods . A couple of weeks ago during
parents night I spent most of the
evening standing in the hallway outside
of my ro o t alking with parents and
other fa mily members. The room was jampacked with pa rents and students as well
as older and younger sibs of my
students. Twe nty-three of my 30
f~milies were represented on parents
n~ght.
Se veral parents have volunteer ed
to help d uring our "field tr i p s " and
others ha ve brought cookies and cakes
for birthda y par ties, etc. On the la s t
day of school las t year three moth ers
made speci al trips to vi s it and th ank me
for t each ing the ir children. One
specif i ca lly asked me if I would keep an
eye on he r son next year.
I have!
Yes ,
my parent s are involved with many of our
activiti es.
Question:

How is yo u r cl ass this year?

Answer:

Great!

Question:

Bett er than last year?

Answer:

Muc h better .

Qu es tion:

Smart er ki ds or better t each er?

Answer:

Both.

Question:

Wh at are yo u doing differently this
ye ar?

Fant astic!
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Answer:

Not differently, mostly better. All are
learning self esteem and self control
and understand that both are
significantly important in the
educational process.

Jeannine and I visited Houston during the spring
of 1992 as well as the spring of 1993. On each
occasion, Joe requested that I address his class on the
general topic of "What it was like to be a doctor". He
asked that I bring along medical "stuff" that the
students could see and touch.
I managed to gather
thermometers, tongue blades, stethescopes, otoophthalmoscopes, sphygmomanometers (blood pressure
cuffs), tuning forks, percussion hammers, x-rays, CT
scans and a bag of real human bones borrowed from the
gross anatomy department.
These items were the foci of
my class room presentation.
Prior to our visit to Houston in 1993, I wrote to
Frank R. Petruzielo, the superintendent of schools in
the Houston independent school district, requesting an
interview in order to get his impression of the Teach
for America corps.
He responded by asking me to meet
with Bill Morgan, deputy superintendent in charge of
personnel management and development. At 9:30 in the
morning of the 20th of May, 1993, I arrived at Mr.
Morgan's office in an administrative building of the
Houston independent school district.
I was ushered
into a large attractive, well decorated office suite
appropriate to his position.
We spent the next hour
and a half talking about public education in general
and more specifically the role and performance of the
several hundred Teach for America members employed in
his school district. He had intensely strong positive
feelings about the members of the corps serving in
Houston. He believes that the decision to bring
several hundred members of the corps to Houston was
excellent.
He has met with small and large groups of
Teach for America on several occasions. He told me
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~~9 of the Houston schools and the prlnclpa s are .
asking for more. Ms. Veronica Tor ralba, Texas Reglonal
Director of Teach for America, a l so attended my meeting
with Mr. Morgan.
She heads a staff of five responsible
for Teach for American per sonnel deve lopment,
The following morning, we arrived at the,Thomas
Alva Edison School shortly be fore 8 :00 a.m. with the
bag of "stuff" over my shoulde r . J oe caught up with us
as we were corning through the doo r and took us
i mmediately to his room. We h ad a few minutes until
the bell range and school star ted.
I looked around the
room. Maps, pictures and sto r ' es covered the walls.
Back in one corner were two drawings of the human body,
one male and one female, out lining the endocrine
organs.
From the size of th e genit al ia on the male
f igure, one could guess prep ubertal boys had assisted
with the drawings.
In anot her o rner was an attendance
record.
I was astonished t o earn that more than 10%
of the days were without st ude t abse nce from the
class.
I asked Joe about th ' s and he said "it helps if
you keep track of the studen s" . I said, "What does
that mean?" He responded , " f they are absent one day
I phone the family.
If t here is no phone, I send home'
work home with one of th e ot er s tudents. After 2 days
a bsence, I visit the stude t's home . Significant
illness is really the o nl accep tab le reason to be
absent from school." I as ed him if he ever worried
about the possibility of be ' ng at tacked while roaming
the Mexican American conn nity . He looked at me like I
had just asked a stu pid questio n (in fact it probab ly
was ) and answered si ply "No ". His desk sa t in o ne
corner of the room, diagonal ly opposite the entrance to
the room.
On each s 'de of his desk in close proximity
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was a student desk. There was also a student desk
behind his desk.
I inquired about these 3 desks and he
said these were for hyperactive students each requiring
special education and special attention.
"The only way
we get through the day is to have them near me."
The bell rang at 8:05 and the students began to
file in. We stood in the doorway and watched. The
students were all sizes and shapes. All had brown
skin, black hair and dark eyes. There was no running
or shoving as they filed into the room.
It was very .
apparent that the students were looking forward to our
visit.
Several of the girls wore party dresses and
patent leather shoes. The boys to my eyes looked
pretty much like boys. Joe told me however that they
were putting on a show. Several of the girls stopped
in the doorway and said hello to me, some nodded a
little b i t and stuck out a hand.
For the most part,
the boy s nodded, said hello and kept moving.
Several
however stopped long enough to give me a LaRaza (Saludo
De vat o ) , a popular complicated handshake. After a
brief introduction I began my presentation.
I outlined
briefl y the educational experience required to be a
ph y sician and pulled no punches regarding the
difficulty of the academic programs.
I began the
demonstration part of the program by showing the bones.
Were they real? Who dug them up? Wh e re did you get
the m? - were some of the questions.
J e sus told me that
his grandmother had broken a hip.
I demonstrated the
area of the fracture on the femur.
Another one of the
students heard about the shoulder injury of one of the
Houston Astro pitchers and I demonstrated in general
the loc a tion of such an injury and a little bit about
its cause . Next I showed the x-rays and scans. The
ra d iograph of the patient with the buckshot wound of
the buttox elicited a good number of ohs and ahs.
One
of the students pointed out that one of his uncles had
gotten a buckshot would not too long previously. The
x -r ay o f the skull with the arrow apparently going
th r oug h i t elicited the most response.
I did tell them
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that it actually went through the soft tissue a~d that
the patient had done quite wel l . There was a picture
of a broken leg with a ski boot on it. One of the
students, Monica, pointed out the break as well as the
boot on the foot.
The x-rays of the lungs clearly
showed the difference between the non-smokers lung and
the smokers lung.
(A show of hands let me know that
most students had family members who smoked.) Next I
brought out the touch equipment.
I explained the use
of a tongue blade, tuning fork and a percussion hammer.
Paper thermometers were passed out to each of the
students. A diagram of the external auditory canal and
ear drum helped the students understa nd the use of the
otoscope.
I used similar simple expla nations to
describe the use and value of all of my tools.
I asked
f or a volunteer to permit me to demons trate the use of
the equipment. As if by magic one of the male students
appeared at my side.
It seemed within a blink of an
eye.
I looked at Joe and he looke d at the chair behind
his desk and Domingo was not there . He was the
volunteer. with his help and coope ration I
demonstrated the use of all y tools. We then broke
into small groups and dist ributed the equipment. With
the help of Joe and my wife , each student, I believe,
got a fair shot at using the equi pment, seeing it up
close, and touching it. The time flew by.
In spite of
the excitement, the room a lways was under control. A
glance from the teach er re ' nded an occasional student
to "knock it off".
I was
ril led with their response.
Jennifer came up to me \ ' th a red stethoscope hanging
around her neck and a h ge grin on her face, "How do I
look", she said.
" Sea tifu l", I replied and gave her a
little hug. What se e ed to be no time the hour was
over . We packed o ur "s tuff" away and said good-by. As
we passed out the door several were still excited. The
comments included "I want to be a doctor, some I want
t o be a nurse, I wa nt to work in a laboratory, I wish
we could do thi.s aga in.
"A small chocolate treat
f rom Graeter s give n to each student from Jeannine
reinf orced th eir memories of our visit.
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The next stop was with Natasha Kamrani, another
6th grade teacher.
Natasha is a cincinnatian who went
to Sycamore High School and attended and graduated from
Miami university as a history and political science
major . I asked her why Teach for Americ~.
Her an~wer
was similar to Joe.
"I bitched a lot whlle I was In
c ollege and I believed that this program gave me an
opportunity to get into the flow.
It was sort of put
up or shut up." Natasha's students were first
generation Mexican American and spoke very little
English. Hers was an English as a second language
group.
I asked the usual set of questions including
the one about discipline. Her answer was the same as
Joe's, "I do not tolerate disruption". The emphasis in
her class was language art skill, similar to Joe's.
Natasha told me that she spent a lot of time talking
a bout self expression, on being Mexican American, and
aske d for opinions about all sorts of social and
educational topics.
I gave a similar presentation to Natasha's
stUdents who responded with great interest and
exce llent questions.
As Jeannina and I were about to leave the school,
we wer e fortunate enough to catch the eye of Mr. Jose
Trevino, principal of the school.
He was made aware of
the visit by letters from me and communication with Joe
a nd Natasha.
Despite his extremely busy schedule, he
requested that we chat a few minutes so that he could
tell us how pleased he was that Joe and Natasha and
o th ers f rom Teach for America were members of his
staff . It was obvious that Mr. Trevino was an active
energetic leader respected by the members of his staff
as we ll as his st Udents.
The following morning, May 22, Joe drove us
through the community near his school.
He showed us
where David Duque lived and his playground, a pile of
gravel underneath an expressway which soared at least
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100 feet over the top of his home. He showed us where
a new Middle School had been built immediately adjacent
to a chemical plant. We stopped at a real Mexican
restaurant for lunch where we got outstanding service
and some wonderful Mexican food. The server was the
mother of one of Joe's students. After leaving the
restaurant we made one more stop before heading back to
the hotel. We spent at least an hour wandering through
"Fiesta" a chain grocery store catering to Mexican
Americans. Much of the produce and many of the
packaged items are not seen in Mid-Western stores.
Piles of peppers of one sort or another (Joe told me
all of them were hot) were s catt ered throughout the
produce. Avocados , papayas, b anana s and grapes were
also present in great abundanc e . There were all sorts
of green vegetables and root v egeta bles as well as some
hairy vegetables that I didn't recog nize. My son
informed me that all were deli c'o s wh e n fixed
appropr~ately. , The meat counters
e ren't especially
attractlve and ln the packaged area s , I noticed most
prominently that the cooking o i s wer e either lard or
oils that congealed at room t emperat ur e ,
I n o ~ e end o~
the =""tore was a bakery wh e.re Ast orc
'
la~ we r e bA 1n q }
th
we _andered t h r o uCJ"l
c
mixed, baked and ~aCK a g eS ~ a n - gl a nCeS from the l o c a l
store we were subJect of
MY t of - he gla n c es were
,
atrons
as
~ ,
d
d
Me xican Amer1can P
.
h the 5 re wa s crowde an
followed by smiles. ~~~h~~~ usua l a~t, I observed no
most of the sho~pers
't hit b a cart once. The
ushing or shOVIng. I wasn
, 1
P h ' the store was almost fes
e, certaIn y
atmosp ere In
\
k'd
it appeared to be happy.
I thought ,
self tile 1 S
must be much like the parents. It 15 0 'onder that
J oe loves them.
several weeks ago I lunched with
'fr i~nd, BO~
curry, who served for longer ~han 3 ,decade s In publIC
s chool system in cincinnati, lnclud1n9 4 y ears as
s uperintendent of the public schools ln the , early
1970's.
I described briefly Teach for,Amerlca a~d
a sked for his comments. He liked the ldea especlally
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the ability of this program to attract honors college
graduates to teach in the public school systems.
Bob
thinks teachers are born and therefore the group in the
corps likely represents this group of born teachers who
simply don't require a lot of teachers college
education.
Caring, creativeness, showmanship,
awareness of social and racial issues as well as native
intelligence are all assets required in order to teach
effectively .
"Hell, Herb", he said, "you've been
teaching your students for 30 years.
In many ways you
and Joe use similar skills and techniques.
Your goals
are a bit different. Joe is establishing the job of
learning and the importance of self control.
I hope
you got a little farther by creating the atmosphere
where i deas and the pursuit of ideas or research are
welcomed." I hope so too.
What about the major players in my saga? Joe has
returned to Houston this year, his third and possibly
his last year in public education. He spent the summer
at the University of California (Berkeley) in an
intensive course in written and spoken Spanish and
looks forward to the new year with great excitement.
Natasha is serving as the Texas Regional Director of
Teach f or America and probably will not be returning to
the class room.
She has already asked me for money for
Teach for America. Veronica Torralba is moving on to
another phase of her career. Mr. Morgan remains as
Deputy Superintendent. Mr. Trevino has been promoted
to principal of one of the major high schools in
Houston.
What do I think about Teach for America? I
understand the mission of the corps now much better
than I did last month or last year or two years ago.
The corps members are saying to the students we care
about you and let's go forward together.
Nearly 35,000
students each year are exposed to the wonders of
education by the 1200 Teach for America members.
Is
Teac h for America a good idea - no - an excellent idea.
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Mark Twain once said "The ancients stole all our good
ideas". Actually stole all but one - Teach for
America.
Bibliography
1.

Reforming Education: Adler, Mortimer J.,
MacMillan, New York 19 88.

2.

Illiterate America: Kogal, Jonathan. Anchor
Press/Doubleday, Gard en City, New York 1985.

3.

Illiteracy in America: McCue n, Gary E., Ed., Gem
Publications, Hudson, Wisconsi n, 1988.

BUDG E
December 20, 1993
1 -

Taking Care of the Critters.

2 -

The Cleft.

3 -

A Christmas Letter . . .

. . . .

Wil liam Burleigh
Ma rtin B. Macht
. Joseph S. stern Jr.

1

Taking Care o f the Critte rs
When we bought the place at Rabbit Hash from Harry
Schwabe, he extracted from us a single condition.

